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v wu Dear my Batis on you again while I aes you.’ 

Wl For some strange reason she flinched at that, but 
pt her eyes tight shut until she heard the door slam. 
nen, like an old woman, she climbed from the bed 
d got into her nightgown before washing her face. 
y remorse she felt at having struck so falsely at his 
ale ego faded at the dark evidence of his blow across 

er cheekbone. By tomorrow the bruise would be well 
out, proof that he was a sadist, no better than those 
men who beat their wives. 

Back in the bed she sighed and lay against the 
pillows, carefully avoiding the painful cheek. Complete 
understanding was supposed to be possible only with 
those whom one loved, yet it seemed that enmity such 
as theirs bred its own communion. Alannah had heard 
of detectives who were so attuned to the criminal mind 
that they could foresee each move their quarry would 
make. In a way she and Nick were like that. 





His reaction to her impulsive insult had not : 
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surprised her. In the split second between her words 
and his blow she had braced herself, fully aware of the 
violence she was provoking. Aware, too, that her 
provocation had been coldly deliberate. She had 
wanted to hurt him, so she had chosen to hit at that 
part of the male ego which is so fragile, even in a 
supremely self-confident man such as Nick. 

Like poison her words would drip into his 
subconscious, eating away at him. He might not 
believe them; indeed, a man as experienced as he was 
would know that her reaction to his lovemaking had 
not been stimulated by fantasies, but he would never 
forget what she had said. | 

Perhaps, she thought with a savage hopefulness, 
perhaps he was repenting a little of that vengeful 
impulse which had forced her into this marriage. 

On this thought she drifted off to sleep. 

To be woken by a subdued hum of wheels. Ellen 
was pushing a trolley across the floor, her expression 
grim as her eyes rested on the small face against the 
pillows. 

‘Here’s your dinner,’ she said without preamble, 
adding, ‘And didn’t your mother tell you that if you 

go looking for trouble you’ll get it?’ 

ee did, indeed,’ Alannah agreed, her stomach 
restored to its usual state of hunger. ‘Has anyone ever 
told Nick that?’ 

Incredibly -Ellen’s glare softened. ‘I’ve no doubt _ 
he’s learning it,’ she returned drily. ‘Stubborn little 
creature, aren’t you?’ 

‘So I’ve been told. I prefer to call it determined.’ 

‘No doubt.’ As Alannah sat up Ellen reached behind 
her and plumped up the pillows, saying, ‘If you’ve any 
sense you'll give up this stupid vendetta of yours. 
What’s done is done and for the next year or so you 
‘won’t want any more turmoil and arguments. Some 
Say that a baby is influenced by the mother’s state of 
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mind while she’s carrying it. I wouldn’t go that far 
myself, but behaving like a halfwit isn’t going to do 
you any good.’ 

Alannah said with complete dislike, ‘But that’s what 
I am. If Nicholas wanted a wife who doted on him he 
should have courted someone who was ready to fall in 
love with him.’ Her lip trembled and she finished on a 
burst of passion, ‘And how dare he tell you b-before I 
wanted you to know!’ 

Ellen straightened up and stood regarding her 
scornfully. “You must think all my brains are in my 
feet if I don’t recognise the signs when I see them! 
Nick hasn’t told me anything, you silly little idiot. 
Now, eat up and you’ll feel better.’ 

‘I couldn’t.’ 

There came another of Ellen’s ostentatious snorts. 
“Yes, you can. I know how you feel, believe me, and 
it’s horrible while it lasts, but it passes. Now, come on, 
or you'll offend me.’ 

‘I thought the sight of me did that.’ 

‘Did your’ The housekeeper’s strong capable hands 
removed the lid from a bowl of chicken soup, savoury, 
delicately titillating. As she set the tray on Alannah’s 
lap she said, ‘Well, I’ve very little patience with self- 
pity. You must admit you’ve been wallowing in it 
since you got here.’ 


ee ay! 


It should have surprised Alannah that she should be ~ 


discussing her marriage so openly with this’ woman 
who had made her own feelings so blatantly obvees 
but indignation drove her on. 


‘Self-pity?’ Her voice registered disdain. Deep in 


the lustreless blue eyes a spark grew. She spooned 
some of the soup into her mouth before saying 
suddenly and with extreme reluctance, “Well, so what 
if it is? I’ve had good reason, surely.’ 


‘Possibly.’ Ellen was adamant. ‘But if you’ve any 
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strength of character at all you'll put all that behind © 
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